The current study
The research project was undertaken at the University of Plymouth, a university of around 30,000 students in the south-west of England. Plymouth has a strong reputation for teaching and learning, having gained funding of over £18.5 million in 2005 for four Centres for Excellence for Teaching and Learning (CETLs), including one in ESD, the Centre for Sustainable Futures (CSF). This context was considered to offer strong potential for investigating innovation in curriculum and pedagogy with respect to SD. The research was supported by the CSF, whose core aim is to:
'… transform the University of Plymouth from an institution characterised by significant areas of excellence in ESD to an institution modelling university-wide
excellence' (University of Plymouth, 2004, 1) This research aimed to investigate lecturers' beliefs about, and understandings of, SD, and their views on incorporating SD in the HE curriculum. An earlier paper (Cotton et al., 2007) presented findings from the first stage of the research (an online questionnaire sent to all academic staff conducted in 2005), addressing these research themes.
Final submitted version of paper subsequently published as: Cotton, D., Bailey, I., Warren, M. & Bissell, S. (2009) lecturers from a range of disciplines. Qualitative questions were used to complement quantitative data where it was felt useful to elicit more detailed information.
The questionnaire findings suggested that although lecturers gave strong apparent support for SD and its inclusion in the HE curriculum, there was considerable ambiguity in how respondents interpreted the term sustainable development, which made it difficult to ascertain exactly what they were supporting. Interview methods enabled us to explore these understandings further, in addition to examining in more detail whether and how lecturers included SD in their teaching.
The authors note the divergence in use of terms such as ESD, SD and sustainability, but it emerged during piloting of the questionnaire that respondents found SD easier to understand than sustainability (which can have more generic meanings). In this paper, therefore, we use the term SD throughout to refer to a broad range of environmental, social, economic and equity concerns at both an inter-and intra-generational level. ESD is used hereafter to describe the incorporation of SD into teaching. It should be noted, however, that the majority of interviewees used the terms 'sustainable development' and 'sustainability' interchangeably. For further discussion of these terms, please see Williams and Millington (2004) .
In terms of teaching about SD, a substantial number of respondents felt that some pedagogies were more appropriate than others (for example discussion, role play and case studies). We were keen to explore these issues further in the second stage of the research.
In this paper, therefore, we utilise subsequent interview data to explore constraints which act Final submitted version of paper subsequently published as: Cotton, D., Bailey, I., Warren, M. & Bissell, S. (2009) 8 to prevent lecturers integrating SD into the curriculum, and the ways in which they negotiate these constraints.
A two-stage process was used to select respondents for the interview phase of the research.
First, a short-list was made of all those who responded positively to a request (in the questionnaire) to take part in a face-to-face interview. Second, interviewees were selected using purposive sampling based on a series of criteria: (i) discipline; (ii) gender; and (iii) response of a survey question concerning the relationship between economy and environment (see Figure 1 ). This ensured that the final list of interviewees were broadly representative of the survey respondents. For instance, the majority of survey respondents agreed with statement two in Figure 1 (that economic growth needs to be modified), so comprised the majority of interviewees, although respondents who agreed with the other options were also selected to reduce the degree of selection bias likely to arise in the relatively small sample of volunteers.
Figure 1 here
Interview questions were formulated, piloted and refined prior to the main interview phase.
Interviews were conducted over a two month period, lasted 30-60 minutes and were recorded. To enhance research neutrality and encourage participants to express views openly, the interviews were undertaken by a research assistant with no direct connection to the CSF. The interviews were then transcribed and coded using NVivo qualitative data analysis software. Subsequently, the research team utilised the constant comparative method to draw out cross-cutting themes and patterns of response (Silverman, 2005) . Data were then viewed against the existing theoretical literature in ESD, and the analysis refined accordingly. Within this paper, the data have been organised in relation to the key argument presented; however, the argument was inductively derived from the data collected.
Additional analysis was also undertaken to search the data set for evidence that contradicted the case presented. Where such evidence was found, every attempt was made to integrate it into the findings (revising aspects of the argument where necessary). Where this was not possible, these counterviews are mentioned at appropriate points in the discussion.
Findings
As with the questionnaire survey, the interviews revealed a diversity of understandings of ESD and a range of views on the appropriateness of including SD in the HE curriculum. The In many cases, respondents felt that it should not be their responsibility to decide whether to incorporate SD into their teaching, seeing this as a value judgment that they were not prepared to make in isolation. Several suggested that senior managers should be taking a stronger stance on SD issues and showing clear support for this agenda. This was not felt to be the case currently despite the funded CETL in ESD, and the newly developed Sustainability Policy.
However, one risk arising from strong leadership is that SD may be viewed as another It is important to acknowledge that the constraints on institutions and individuals in modern HE are very real, and in many cases irresolvable in the short and medium term. In such circumstances, focusing excessive attention on normative prescriptions while dismissing the value of second-best scenarios risks at best a missed opportunity, and at worst a general disengagement by the HE community.
Conclusion
In this article, we have argued that the notion of the 'ideal state' is both appealing and problematic in the context of ESD. On the one hand, it provides a framework of principles and practices that reflects broader political and social aspirations in relation to SD. On the other hand, focusing on optimal solutions may lead to insufficient attention to the 'real-world' context of ESD in HE, particularly the rigidities that inevitably exist in large institutions trying to offer and manage a diverse educational curriculum. Interpretations of optimality, of course, vary substantially between the different stakeholders in HE. For advocates of ESD (and perhaps for some students), the optimal situations may be: to make SD a core part of every undergraduate programme; small class sizes enabling interactive, discursive and experiential teaching; and formal policies aimed at promoting SD awareness, values and Final submitted version of paper subsequently published as: Cotton, D., Bailey, I., Warren, M. & Bissell, S. (2009) (7): 719-733 http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03075070802641552#.VBGR25RdWmE 22 activism both within and beyond the classroom. For university policy-makers, optimal situations may be full lecture theatres and a teaching and learning diet that increases employability. Further research which investigates the impacts of utilising these different approaches would be of potential interest to policy-makers and practitioners alike.
Where institutional and other constraints make it impossible to achieve optimal situations (i.e. most situations), seeking 'second best' solutions may provide a way of making progress and stimulating processes of reflection and cultural transition. In part, this would involve less focus on rhetoric and more on practical changes within the boundaries of the current HE system. Although problems with the tactics undertaken by lecturers in this study can be readily identified (not least the risk that content surreptitiously incorporated into the curriculum will undergo lesser scrutiny than material which has been formally validated), they provide the possibility of changes to HE that are within the reach of individuals. Such approaches may also provide a more realistic and politically acceptable way of raising students' sustainability literacy without imposing a doctrinaire SD agenda.
An enduring difficulty for those who are forced to adopt second-best approaches, nevertheless, is the often highly normative and abstracted literature on how ESD should be delivered. Given the improbability that institutional constraints will simply disappear under the weight of principled reasoning, continuing to highlight stylised (some might say utopian) views of ESD may become profoundly disempowering for those 'at the chalk face'. Perhaps a greater engagement in the ESD literature with the constrained situations which are the reality of mass HE in the twenty-first century might be more constructive than the perpetual advocacy of 'first-best' solutions which institutions continually fail to achieve. Perhaps there should be a greater recognition of the need to accept, and even promote, 'second-best' policies without losing sight of the long-term objectives. Perhaps, indeed, there is a need to look not for revolution but evolution. 1. There are no limits to growth: loss of some natural capital is acceptable if it results in a gain in human welfare, and a strong economy can afford to find technological solutions to environmental problems.
2. Economic growth needs to be modified (for instance by regulation and 'green taxes'), since there is some natural capital for which human capital and technological fixes cannot substitute.
3. We should aim for zero economic growth in order to ensure complete protection of 'critical' natural capital. 4 . Negative growth should be encouraged in order to create smaller national economies, dependent on localized production.
